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In recent decades, life expectancy has increased in 
many countries around the world. This has led some 
to predict that most babies born since 2000 in 
developed countries will celebrate their 100th 
birthdays (Christensen et al 2009 Lancet 374: 
1196-1208). This is obviously good news and a 
tribute to improvements in standards of living and 
quality of health care provision but this trend brings 
challenges. Age is a major risk factor for a variety of 
chronic diseases and conditions including heart 
disease, stroke, hypertension, cancer, kidney disease, 
obesity, diabetes, arthritis, depression and dementia. 
With increases in life expectancy, more people are 
living with these diseases and conditions leading to 
reductions in quality of life for the individuals 
concerned, uncertainty and anxiety for the families of 
those affected and increased health care costs for 
individuals and their families and for society. One 
factor, which may exacerbate the risk of disease with 
ageing, is physical inactivity. Many studies have 
documented a decline in physical activity throughout 
the human lifespan and it seems highly likely that 
modern living facilitates this trend. A rapidly 
expanding body of research suggests that physical 
inactivity increases the risk of a variety of illnesses 
including most – possibly all – of those mentioned 
earlier. This evidence is not without its limitations and 
much of the evidence is observational and hence of 
insufficient quality to prove cause and effect. That 
said, an increasing number of randomised controlled 
trials, across a wide variety of health conditions, 
suggest that physical activity can be effective in 
lowering the risk of disease and in assisting in the 
management of existing illness. Evidence is 
particularly strong for diseases such as heart disease 
and diabetes but evidence is accumulating to 
demonstrate a benefit of physical activity for less 
well-studied diseases including cancer and dementia. 
Hence, physical activity appears to offer great 
opportunities not just for lowering the risk of disease 
with ageing but also for assisting in the management 
of disease. There are also great challenges, however, 
not least of which is developing effective strategies 
for increasing physical activity levels among 
populations. In addition to this major challenge, 
there are also risks of physical activity including the 
risk of heart attack in those unaccustomed to 
vigorous exercise and the risk of injury due to 
overuse or due to accidents. This lecture will 
highlight recent evidence in the area of physical 
activity and health and will comment on the 
challenges and opportunities presented.   
  
